Movements in American Literature


Pölzleitner





Overview: This is a summary of the major literary movements and eras in American Literature, noting major authors and representative works for each period.





Materials: 	Handout “Movements in American Literature”


		Handout “Highlights of American Literature” 


		Book cards (short descriptions of major works) in the classroom


		Library





Procedure:	





1. Study the handout “Movements in American Literature”.


Underline important aspects and make a list of values and important beliefs of each or the movements. Make sure you understand the main concepts of each era. Do some further research or ask your teacher for help in clarifying the values and beliefs. Discuss and compare your lists with a partner.





2. Two Short Projects: 


Work with a partner and choose a work from the ‘Highlights’ handout and read it carefully. If it’s a long piece (novel) read at least one chapter. Write your personal reactions and thoughts into your response journal. (Do not yet communicate with your partner) What does the work tell you personally, how does it affect you as a reader (of the late 20th century) , do you have any questions or comments, do you share the author’s views, ..... Take some time to reflect on your personal reactions and write them down in your response jounal.


Then share your thoughts with your partner.





Find out when the piece was written. Re-read the corresponding pages of your ‘Movements’-handout and try to identify some of the typical traits of the time. Look for typical topics, beliefs, values, forms... Find quotes to support your views.


Write a short paper (1-2 pages) summing up your findings. (Writing process!!!)





3. One Longer Project:


Choose a literary period and read at least one typical novel of the time. Keep an ongoing journal of your personal reactions. Read some shorter works (poems, short stories, or a few chapters of another novel) and analyse them as in step 2. Compare and contrast them and identify the typical traits of the period. How are they represented in the pieces you have read? Write a longer paper (3-4 pages) summing up your findings. Structure this paper clearly. Make sure you are following the procedure described on the writing process handout!!!


























The Colonial Period: (17th century)





American Literature at first was naturally a colonial literature, by authors who were Englishmen and who thought and wrote as such. Such writers argued questions of government and the relationship between church and state (many had left England for religious reasons, they wanted to break away from the Church of England), they wrote journals, accounts of voyages and descriptions of the country. The chroniclers kept records of history and the Indian wars. There were few achievements in drama or fiction, since there was a widespread prejudice against these forms among the Puritans.





Puritan writings included sermons, poetry and pamphlets concerning religion and faith. For the Puritans America was the Promised Land or Eden where they could start fresh and build a perfect society. They felt that they were a unique people who had been given a special commission to create a kingdom of God on earth. By working together, defeating selfishness, and keeping God foremost in their thoughts, they tried to build a perfect society on earth. At the heart of their religion was the doctrine of predestination. Since humanity was too sinful to deserve salvation, God simply saved the souls of a select few, while condemning the rest to eternal damnation. There was nothing an individual could do to change this decision. Nor could an individual ever know if he or she was saved or damned. For this reason the Puritans constantly searched for some sign of God’s grace in their daily lives. In their diaries they scrutinized their actions and thoughts for sins. The Puritans believed that God constantly intervened in their daily affairs to punish those who disobeyed his laws. A bolt of lightning or a disease might very well be a sign of God’s disfavor. They were afraid of the devil, who lurked in the New England forests and among the Indian tribes, to punish those who had sinned. 


Success in life was interpreted as a sign of God’s grace. Therefore the Puritans favored a pragmatic, utilitarian concept of life, the so-called ‘work ethic’, which resulted in an immense economic development.


Even today there are many traces of Puritanism in America: Cities like Eden, New Hope... , the Puritan work ethic is still prevalent (very few social benefits, survival of the fittest), Puritan morality (no public signs of talk of sex, alcohol...)





Another important factor in early American literature is the frontier spirit. The continuing presence of a primitive life style on an advancing frontier (moving to the west) strongly influenced the early colonists. They wrote about the country and the Indian wars. The frontier gave rise to that rugged individualism, that love of freedom and that inventive pragmatism which influenced American thought right into the 20th century.


The glory and the problems of pioneer life found expression in Walt Whitman’s poetry (c.f.: ‘Pioneers! O Pioneers!’).


























Age of Reason and the Revolution: (18th Century)





The differences between the American and British political concepts kept growing. As the colonists moved to the belief that rebellion was inevitable, they fought a bitter war (War of Independence, 1775 - 83) and worked to found the new nation’s government. (Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of Independence, 1776)





In the 18th century, Puritanism was challenged by Deism (1)  and Newtonian theories, which fostered interest in science. The belief in progress engendered by the Age of Reason became a characteristic feature of American thought. The rise of religiously tolerant Philadelphia as the intellectual capital marked the decline of Puritanism and the growing influence of Quaker liberalism and scientific progress. 





One of the best known representatives of this movement was Benjamin Franklin 


(Autobiography). He had left the narrow Puritan atmosphere of New England for free-thinking Pennsylvania and became extremely active in public affairs and in the War of Independence.


Thomas Jefferson was another typical man of Reason. He was a farmer, architect, inventor, writer, philosopher and statesman, who drew up the Declaration of Independence, one of the world’s great political documents. Thirteen years before the outbreak of the French Revolution, the American Declaration of Independence asserted “that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these Rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed...” 





These ideas in their most radical form had entered America through the writing of the English revolutionary Thomas Paine. In his pamphlet Common Sense, Paine argued that society “promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections”, whereas “government, even in its best state, is but a necessary evil- in its worst state an intolerable one.”





Similarly, Thomas Jefferson believed in the universality of a moral sense in common man, which does not need a government or ruler to function. They all believed in a religion of humanity (deism), rather than a church that has to tell their disciples what to do. They were convinced that churches violated the free exercise of conscience. They, therefore, favored the complete separation of church and state.





1. Belief in a religion of humanity, while churches are ‘set up to terrify and enslave mankind’ (Thomas Paine)
































Romantic Rediscovery: Nature, Man, Society: (19th century)





Romanticism is not an organized system, but rather a particular attitude toward the realities of man, nature, and society. From the middle of the 18th century, the romantic spirit gradually strengthened, especially in Germany, France, and England- in English literature it flourished earlier than in America, particularly among such writers as Burns, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, and Byron. In reaction against the neoclassical spirit, the romantic writer preferred freedom to formalism and emphasized individualism instead of authority. The romantic writer valued  the imagination more than either rationalism or strict fidelity to facts. He rejected the validity of material reality in favor of innate or intuitive perception by the heart of man. The romantic relied upon the importance of the subconscious and inner life, (intuitionalism) and was deeply interested in abnormal psychology (Poe, Hawthorne).





In the romantic movement nature was usually described as beautiful, man was the chosen and favored creature in it.





Respect for the common man and a belief in his capacities was a common romantic assumption. The noble savage was idealized by Fenimore Cooper in the Leather Stocking Tales.  For these writers Negro slavery was an intolerable threat against the enterprise of free men- and the spirit of the frontier. Such writers as Hawthorne and Melville continued to regard the improvement of society as indispensable for the spirit of mankind.


To sum it up, the main characteristics of romantic literature are: a desire for close communion with nature, devotion to individualism, a reliance upon the good of nature and ‘natural man’, reliance upon intuition (self-reliance), a deep faith in the endless resources of the human spirit and imagination, responsibility to improve society, freedom of form


For the romantics the frontier was a huge source of experiences of adventure where all the above values could be observed.





American Humor, Comic Realism: (19th century)





The nineteenth century authors attempted to work out a genuinely American idiom (language). Perhaps the most important writer of this movement is Mark Twain (pseud. of Samuel Clemens) who succeeded extremely well in capturing this typical American language of the time. His stories (The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer) are vivid and simple, not only in their use of vernacular speech, but in their general style and mood; it might be said of these books that for the fist time a great author had written as Americans actually talked.


Mark Twain’s stories repeatedly deal with  the discrepancy between the American dream (romantic view of life) and the disturbing reality (the American citizens were not behaving according to the scriptural patterns of the Promised Land). Mark Twain is America’s greatest humorist who pointed out errors in American life - its gaucheries, pretenses, and political debilities - and at the same time was deeply optimistic and expressed a faith in the American dream.














Pioneers of a New Poetry (late 19th century)





Walt Whitman was  the true pioneer of a new poetry. He had the courage and vision to break with the old traditions and was the first American to experiment in “free-verse” and rebel against the conventional forms of poetry. His use of rhythm opened a range of new possibilities beyond those of conventional meter. He abandoned conventional poetic figures and used symbols from his immediate experience.


Spiritually, Whitman came from the tradition of the transcendentalists like Emerson. Intuition and individualism were essential to him. He praised the values of the common, the ‘miracle of the mouse’. Whitman also expressed the exuberance, the hedonism and Anti-Puritanism that be will find later in the twentieth century by such poets as Pound or Cummings.





Emily Dickinson (1830 - 1886) was the second pioneer of poetry. Hardly any of her poems were published during her lifetime. It was probably just as well. Readers of the 20th century would understand her better, for it was our idiom that she spoke.


Her style was simple yet passionate, and marked by economy and concentration. Like the later generation she discovered that the sharp, intense image is the poet’s best instrument. She used free-verse and experimented with verbal ambiguities. Her ideas were witty, rebellious and original, yet she confined her materials to the world of her small village, a few friends , her garden and a few good books. Within this small world she possessed the most acute awareness of sensory experience and psychological actualities and expressed radical discoveries in these areas with frankness and force.





Realism and Naturalism at the Turn of the Century:


The realistic-naturalistic movement in America continues the tendency which began in Europe in the 19th century with Stendhal, Balzac, Tolstoy and Ibsen. The realists write a fiction which will give the illusion that it reflects life as it seems to the common reader (‘realistic’). To achieve this effect they prefer as protagonist an ordinary citizen of Middletown, living on Main Street. The realist is deliberately selective in his material and prefers the average, the commonplace, and the everyday over the rarer aspects of the contemporary scene. His characters, therefore, are usually of the middle class or the working class - people who live through ordinary experiences of everyday life. They find life rather dull and are often unhappy. Stylistically the subject is represented in such a way as to give the reader the illusion of actual experience (simple language, matter-of-fact, seemingly unselective account of experiences).





Naturalism is a product of post-Darwinian biology in the mid-nineteenth century. The naturalists believed that man belongs entirely in the order of nature and does not have a soul or any other connection with a religious or spiritual world beyond nature. Man is merely a higher-order animal whose character and fate are determined by two kinds of natural forces, heredity and environment. He inherits his personal traits and his compulsive instincts, especially hunger and sex, and he is helplessly subject to the social and economic forces in the family, the class, and the milieu into which he is born. The French novelist Emile Zola, was one of the main representatives of this movement in Europe. In America Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser and others tried to present their subjects with an objective scientific attitude. They tend to choose characters who have strong instincts (greed, sexual desire) and who are victims of either their ‘hormones’ within or social pressures without. They have very little free choice and fight against their determined fates.


The Twentieth Century:





Never before in literary history have there been so many schools, circles and movements existing simultaneouly. This diversity is only an aspect of a general diversity in social development. Amid the complexity of twentieth-century literary movements it is possible to distinguish two main tendencies. The first one is a continuation of the realistic-naturalistic movement of the late nineteenth century. In the 20th century this movement tends to become more militantly political, more liberal in outlook, and sometimes more symbolic or mythic. This tendency can be seen in the such novels as  Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea and Faulkner’s Light in August , both of which are superficially realistic in style but mythic or symbolic in their underlying meaning.





The second great movement might be roughly called the “reaction to realism”. These authors ‘re-act’ to realism using a variety of  elements and techniques. They are not really a school or movement, but rather a kind a residue, including all those authors who for one reason or another are not attracted to the realistic technique. Their techniques range from psychological fiction to neo-romanticism, impressionism and expressionism.  Some authors show a tendency to retreat deliberately into obscure and esoteric language and themes. Certain schools of poetry in the 20th century tend to be difficult, heavy with allusion, and highly technical in construction. (T.S. Eliot, , Wallace Stevens, Sylvia Plath...) They have a very small circle or readers. 





At the same time the opposite tendency can be found: many 20th century authors write for a large audience. This is especially true for many novelists (Theodore Dreiser, John Steinbeck...).





The Roaring Twenties - the Lost Generation: (1918 - 1929)


After the First World War a new youth had been created, a youth that was emancipated, disillusioned and cynical: ‘a lost generation’.


It was an age of youth, of mini skirts and of revolutionized morals. In the Jazz Age prohibition was seen as a joke, cynicism increased, and a new industry of crime sprang out of the illegal liquor traffic. It was an age of easy money where new fortunes were made overnight. “America was going on the greatest, gaudiest spree in history”, Scott Fitzgerald wrote.


The Twenties were a tremendously creative period in literature and the arts. It was an age of technical experimentation and of daring innovations in content.  Few poets of the Twenties wrote anything that would have been recognized as poetry before 1900. It was the day of free verse, of radical experimentation in syntax, punctuation, and typography, and of the virtual abandonment of traditional verse forms. Eliot, Cummings, and Pound created a totally new concept of poetry. This type of literature was reserved for a few bohemians and intellectuals, while the ordinary citizens were probably going to the movies. The split between the artist and the rest of society  had become a gulf.





Some of the writers of this decade were frankly enthusiastic about the Jazz Age (e.g.: Scott Fitzgerald), many others, however, attacked the Babbitts (main character  of the novel Babbitt by Sinclair Lewis, who represents this superficial, materialistic type) and boosters of the new age and rejected the superficial hedonism and lax morals. These attacks on American middle-class was not political, the typical authors of the Twenties were often vaguely left-wing in inclination, but their books were less political polemics than satires of private manners. 





In many cases the protest against American culture took the form of expatriation: Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, Eliot, Hemingway, and others left America for Europe, which attracted them through its lack of Puritanism and its more sophisticated artistic attitudes. 








The Depression Era: (Thirties)


On October 24, 1929, the bloated stock market collapsed, and America’s post-war prosperity was wiped out almost overnight. Poverty and pessimism were omnipresent at that time and, as a result, a new social consciousness, a feeling of political responsibility, began to pervade the literature of the Thirties. The national political temper began to swing to the left and many authors of the Thirties turned to a ‘social protest’ in their literature. The difference to the Twenties can be seen by comparing the apolitical individualism of the characters in Hemingway’s  The Sun Also RisesI (1926) with the obvious political message in his later For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940).


The era is also marked by a turn toward psychological literature. Many writers rejected the materialism of the Twenties and found a new interest in the inner life of the mind and spirit.





Post-war: (Forties, Fifties)


After WWII the general public in America was right-wing and nationalistic and anti-intellectual. Measures against Communist infiltration (the incarnation of evil!!!) were intensified and reached a climax under Senator McCarthy. In this period of ‘red-hunting’ people could be dismissed without even knowing who their accusers were or what the exact accusation was. These developments drove many intellectuals and artists into a mood of alienation and criticism. 





Another characteristic of the age was a turn away from skeptical materialism (as practiced in the Thirties) and a search for spiritual satisfaction. There was a huge increase in church-going, a heightened interest in theology and religion. This may be due to a general insecurity of the age. This tendency is also clearly visible in literature. Writers like Faulkner and Hemingway, who began in the Twenties as skeptical realists, seemed to develop social and spiritual consciousness in the Thirties and to end in something approaching mythological symbolism after the war. (The Old Man and the Sea, 1953)





Other writers continued in the traditions of realism and naturalism. In general it can be said that the age of technical innovation was past; the Thirties, Forties, and Fifties were content to digest and perfect the new techniques invented by the writers of the Twenties. The post-war period was a time of assimilation and synthesis.





The Shattering Sixties:


The sixties were a time of chaos and turmoil in America. Problems, including ecology, overpopulation, campus riots, social inequalities, the Vietnam war, spiraling inflation and the assassinations of President Kennedy and Martin Luther King, all contributed to the general feeling of chaos.


Literature in this period experienced similar upheavals and in many cases concerned itself with social or individual crisis. Protest singers based their lyrics on current issues from Vietnam to black power and ecology. In fiction the new life-style of the road was expressed in Jack Kerouac’s novel On the Road . Kerouac and his close friend Allen Ginsberg, and their followers have come to be known as the “beat” generation. The word “beat” has been interpreted as “worn down”.





Black writers like Richard Wright, Langston Hughes, James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison were writing about their minority experiences. A host of Jewish fiction writers emerged in the Fifties and Sixties and wrote about their specific experiences. Bernard Malamud, Saul Bellow and Philipp Roth are among the best of this group.





Young novelists, profoundly shaken by the bombing of Hiroshima and the real threat of human annihilation, found the conventions of realism inadequate for treating the war’s nightmarish implications. In Catch-22 (1961) Joseph Heller satirized the military mentality with surreal black comedy  and Kafkaesque horror. Kurt Vonnegut, in Slaughterhouse Five (1969) described the Allied firebombing of the German city of Dresden with a mixture of dark fantasy and humor. The experience of the atomic bomb deeply shook American writers. Many found the naturalistic approach incapable of communicating the rapid pace and sheer implausibility of contemporary life and  turned to black humor and absurdist fantasy.





Thomas Pynchon emerged as the major American practitioner of the absurdist fable. His characters are often paranoid and suffer from the inevitability of entropy (the disintegration of physical and  moral energy). This makes his novels fairly difficult to read for the general public. (Gravity’s Rainbow, The Crying of Lot 49)





Drama made the most interesting contributions to the era with  the absurdist-based theater of Edward Albee (The Zoo Story,  The American Dream)








Contemporary Literature (Seventies, Eighties, Nineties)


It is difficult to evaluate an era as long as it is not over. At the moment the trends that started in the Sixties seem to be continuing. There seem to be two major trends in contemporary American fiction. 





One is a continuation of the absurdist trend of writers like  Thomas Pynchon, John Barth and Paul Auster. These authors have experienced the horrors of WWII, the Cold War, the atomic bomb, the bizarre feast of consumer culture and have come to the conclusion that reality had become inaccessible and surreal. These writers dealt with themes such as imposture and paranoia. Their novels are often technically sophisticated and deal with the fictive nature of reality itself. 





The other trend is that of ethnic or minority literature. Ralph Ellison made a profound statement to a group of college English teachers assembled in 1970. He said that all American literature is a literature of minorities, and he meant to include Emerson, Thoreau, Poe, and Whitman as much as anybody. There is no cultural and ethnic majority, not even the WASP (White Anglo Saxon Protestant), silent or vocal- there is only a possible coalition of minorities.* This is definitely true for contemporary American literature. One valid way of grouping today’s authors would be by groups like: Women writers, Black writers, Black Women Writers, Jewish writers, Canadian writers, Asian-American writers, Gay and Lesbian writers, .....





Another possible categorization would be by genres, or types of fiction: 


Crime and Suspense novels have become very popular in the late 20th century. The main representatives of this genre are John Grisham, Michael Crichton  and , Sidney Sheldon  .





Feminism , Women and Society is another field that has attracted many contemporary writers. The surge of feminism in the 1970s gave impetus to such women writers as Erica Jong in her sexy and funny Fear of Flying (1974). Other women writers dealing with their specifically female experience and problems of society are Alison Lurie, Anne Tyler, Mary Gordon, Anne Rivers Siddons, Barbara Kingsolver ....











*Heiney and Downs, Recent American Literature, Vol 4, Barron’s Educational Series































































































Requirements for English 7, 2nd Semester (Pölzleitner)





Read the course requirements and clarify any questions with your teacher. Then sign the requirements at the bottom of the page.





Comparing and Contrasting: Study the Chapter on Comparing and Contrasting (Chapter 6) in Gilbert H. Muller and Harvey Wiener, The Short Prose Reader, McGraw-Hill, 1989.  Read the four sample texts and do all the tasks concerning ‘Building Vocabulary’, ‘Understanding the Writer’s Ideas’ and ‘Understanding the Writer’s Techniques’ and ‘Exploring the Writer’s Ideas’. Keep well-organized notes of your answers and compare your findings with one or  two partners.  Then write at least one comparative essay. Choose one of the topics suggested under ‘Ideas for Writing’, or find your own topic.


The Movements in American Literature: Study the overview and do the tasks on the handout. Be prepared to answer questions about 2 periods of your choice.


2 Short Literature Papers: Write two short (1-2 pages) papers about your reading as described on the handout ‘Movements in American Literature’.


1 Longer Literature Paper: Write one longer (3-4 pages) paper analyzing a novel (or 2 plays)  and its period.


1 Paper about American Civilization or Geography: Write a paper about an aspect of American civilization or geography that you are interested in. (At least 2 pages) . 


Any extra work is highly appreciated and can be included in your portfolio.


Ongoing Response Journal about your reading.


2 Tests  : ..........................................          ..............................................


1 Project Conference








Timeline and Deadlines:


Study the requirements and browse in the library to find topics and books of your interest. Devise a complete, precise timeline for the whole semester. Set your personal deadlines for each of the above papers and steps. Fix dates for your 2 conferences (this is your responsibility!!!). Hand in your timeline by Monday, March 2nd.


Make sure you set realistic deadlines, they cannot be changed unless you have severe reasons.





The Deadline for the finished Portfolio and all the conferences is: May 14th 1998


Five Points will be subtracted for every day the portfolio is late.





The final grade will consist of: 2 tests (100p each), 1 conference (100 p), the final portfolio (100p) and the quality of your response journal (100p). Remember that motivation, effort, setting goals and keeping your deadlines, are important parts of our process-oriented assessment.


























Calendar of English-periods, 2nd semester 1998


Personal Timeline: .....................................................................................................
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Calendar of English-periods, 2nd semester 1998


Conference Schedule: Max 3 students per period
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